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The International Potato Center (CIP) and partners in South America have developed the 
Participatory Market Chain Approach (PMCA) to promote understanding and partnerships among 
a wide range of public and private actors. It seeks to generate group innovations based on a 
structured participatory process that gradually builds (a) interest, (b) trust, and (c) collaboration 
among members of the market chain and service providers. Innovations can be new products and 
processes, new technologies or new institutionality, which benefit farmers and other actors of the 
market chain, directly or indirectly. PMCA has been developed as a research for development tool 
to bring diverse partners together for generating innovation around market opportunities and 
contribute to link Andean potato farmers with new markets taking advantage of potato 




Rapid changes have taken place in global food 
markets in recent years. Evolution in consumer 
demand (higher quality, more variety, downward 
pressure on price), food safety concern, agriculture 
health standards and modern retailing systems are the 
drivers for these changes. Food industries, 
supermarkets and food services compete for the 
market shares by trying to meet consumers’ 
preferences. They have become important buyers in 
global markets [1]. This tendency is also observed in 
the local urban markets of developing countries. 
Globalization increasingly requires that developing 
countries modernize and strengthen their agro-food 
systems in order to remain competitive in the world 
market. This new context implies that farmer-market 
linkage in these countries needs to be improved and 
that farmers have to respond to market requirements 
with better quality products. Innovative practices that 
enhance linkages between agriculture and market 
activities can play a key role in alleviating poverty by 
fostering economic growth. Consequently agricultural 
research and development strategies need to respond 
better to farmers’ needs in this new context.  
 
At the same time, structural adjustment processes have 
led to budget reductions for agricultural development 
and research, challenging National Agriculture 
Research Institutions (NARI). New actors need to 
become involved in innovation processes, including 
NGOs, producer associations, universities and the 
private sector to respond to new challenges for 
innovation. NARIs typically lacks the mandate, 
structure and agility to respond to these challenges.  
A new paradigm of research and development is 
emerging based upon the national innovation system 
where multiple organizations and actors supply a 
range of services and interact systematically with 
farmers and other private sector clients for innovation 
[2]. International research centers offer specialized 
technology (e.g., germplasm development) and 
knowledge to enhance interactions among different 
actors in the innovation system. A range of 
mechanisms has been put in place to give technology 
users control or influence over research investments. 
In this new context, the market chain approach is a 
powerful model to articulate interventions and to help 
NARIs understand the need for new partnerships with 
a wide range of public and private actors  
 
2. POVERTY IN THE ANDES AND THE 
POTATO CROP 
 
Latin America is a region of extreme inequality. 
Inequality is reinforced by policy and institutional 
arrangements that do not include poor and vulnerable 
groups in decision-making and governance 
arrangements. Information is generally centralized; 
depriving remoter poor communities of the 
opportunity to access and contribute to information 
systems.  Agricultural laborers and others employed in 
the agricultural sector are usually among the poorest in 
rural areas. In order to reduce rural poverty, policy 
interventions aimed at increasing agricultural 
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competitiveness, especially in small farms where 
poverty is highest, are crucial. 
 
Bolivia, Ecuador and Peru are examples of countries 
that have exceptionally high degrees of inequality. 
Poverty levels are particularly high in isolated rural 
areas in the Andes where populations often depend on  
small and fragmented land holdings and fragile 
ecosystems in order to make a living, and many 
inhabitants are indigenous peoples who have suffered 
from social exclusion. In Bolivia, Ecuador and Peru 
the percentage of the population below the poverty 
line ranges from 49% to 67%. As for the Gross 
National Product (GNI) per capita (in US dollars) 
Bolivia reaches $890, Ecuador $1,820 and Peru 
$2,140. 
 
In the Andes, potato is a staple food and also an 
important cash crop, grown mainly by small farmers 
in the highlands as the principal component of the 
production systems. Potato biodiversity is one of the 
main assets of those farmers because native potatoes 
(landraces) can be cultivated only in high altitude 
conditions. These farmers have unique knowledge of 
characteristics and production techniques for these 
potatoes.  Developing innovative methods for adding 
value to these colorful and extraordinary potatoes can 
be an effective vehicle for positively impacting 
poverty.  
 
3. INNOVATION SYSTEMS 
 
To respond to the challenge of poverty alleviation in 
the Andes and the new context of globalization, the 
International Potato Center (CIP) and the Swiss 
Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC) 
have established the regional program Papa Andina. 
This promotes mechanisms and approaches to link 
technology supply with farmers’ needs based on 
market opportunities within a market chain 
framework. Papa Andina works with research and 
development (R&D) organizations in Bolivia, Ecuador 
and Peru [3]. It involves a wide range of local partners 
to reach the program’s primary stakeholders: farmers’ 
communities. The market chain approach provides a 
powerful framework to bring together research 
organizations and a wider range of partners including 
market chain actors for promoting coalitions and 
partnerships around problems and tasks. This implies a 
paradigm shift for most research organizations used to 
develop knowledge and supply technology through a 
linear “pipeline” to passive users (extension services, 
NGOs, farmers’ communities) for dissemination. It 
implies new ways of working that require technical, 
social and institutional changes and new knowledge 
and skills for research staff that will facilitate this 
process.  
 
Considering the complex agenda and the diverse range 
of actors involved, Papa Andina has used ideas from 
innovation systems thinking in bringing together 
technology producers (researchers) and users in a 
process of learning by doing. This process allows 
more participation of diverse stakeholders in the 
generation, adaptation and diffusion of knowledge 
contributing more efficiently to new R&D approaches 
and finally to more effective technology development. 
 
Papa Andina has developed and applied the 
Participatory Market Chain Approach (PMCA) to 
promote market led innovation with its partners taking 
advantage of potato biodiversity to improve the 
livelihoods of poor farmers. Commercial innovation 
contribute to identify innovative niche market 
products or services to add value to farmer production 
(Figure 1). 
 
Figure 1: Papa Andina’s Innovation System 
Framework 
 
Commercial innovation drives other innovations 
along the market chain that are required for 
developing the newly identified products and for 
improving relationships between market chain actors. 
These innovations include for example: quality norms, 
potato variety selection for processing, production, 
storage and post harvest techniques and commercial 
information systems. Details of these innovations are 
given below. In Peru, PMCA became a mechanism not 
only to generate market chain innovations but also to 
make market chain actors' demands more explicit to 
R&D organizations. Special attention was given to 
technological innovation at a farmer level to help 
small farmers improve competitiveness to respond to 
market quality and quantity requirements. 
Technological innovation is supported through 
collaboration between CIP and R&D partners. The 
interaction with diverse partners provides good 
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feedback about technologies developed by national 
and international research organizations and 
contributes to orientate research efforts. 
 
Institutional innovation develops and strengthens the 
relationship between stakeholders, creating favorable 
conditions for further innovation. The interdependence 
that exists between market chain actors can bring 
tension, conflict and maneuvering to gain advantage or 
displace one actor completely [4]. Integration among 
market chain actors, farmers and service providers 
tends to be weak, and mechanisms for integration and 
alliance building are absent or poorly developed. To 
fill this gap, Papa Andina has worked on the concept 
of multi-stakeholder platforms. These platforms 
provide a space where different stakeholders interact 
to understand each other better, learning and 
developing shared priorities, defining roles and 
agreeing on joint actions.  
The platform is a space that can serve first to reduce 
tendencies of conflict, build trust, and then lead to 
coordination and joint action implementation. Hence, 
the platform can achieve changes that none of its 
members could have achieved on their own.  In our 
experience it enabled private entrepreneurs to come 
together with farmer communities, allowing the 
entrepreneurs to consider socially related issues that 
small farmers had to deal with in their production 
systems. The platform helped them understand better 
each other’s needs and possibilities and build the trust, 
which is commonly lacking. 
Some of the informal platforms facilitated by Papa 
Andina’s partners have evolved into more formal 
structures like CAPAC in Peru. CAPAC is a formal 
association of market chain actors and service 
producers linked to the potato sector that provides 
commercial services and information to their 
members.  
Stakeholder platforms are also highly relevant at the 
production end (farmer level) to facilitate linkages 
between farmers and local government and service 
suppliers contributing to what we call the public-
farmer partnerships. Without the integration that 
platforms provide, farmers, particularly dispersed poor 
ones, may be unable to make use of the new market 
opportunities that PMCA opens up.  
 
4. PARTICIPATORY MARKET CHAIN 
APPROACH (PMCA) 
This method was developed initially in Peru and 
subsequently tested and adapted in Bolivia and 
Ecuador. It involves different actors of the market 
chain and stakeholders from the R&D community to 
develop ideas about new market opportunities and 
implement them.  PMCA, is a methodology organized 
around three phases with flexible duration [5]  
 
Each phase has a specific objective and a closing 
event where the results achieved are presented to a 
larger group of participants and further steps are 
discussed. It is important that the R&D institution 
facilitating the PMCA promotes initial leadership of 
the key actors involved and gradually changes its role 
to a backstopping one (figure 2). 
 
Phase 1 begins with a diagnostic research that is 
accomplished through 20 to 40 qualitative interviews. 
These interviews allow researchers to get to know and 
understand the key actors (players) in the market chain 
and to understand their interests, needs and ideas. The 
results are presented in a public event where other 
actors of the market chain and R&D organizations are 
invited. Based on this research, small working groups 
or thematic groups are formed with members that 
share common interests. In a first application two 
groups were organized: processed potatoes and ware 
potato marketing. This public event represents a first 
opportunity for actors to get to know each other and to 
start sharing ideas. 
 
Figure 2: PMCA objectives and phases  
 
Phase 2 of PMCA aims to define and analyze 
potential business opportunities within each thematic 
group. For each group, the R&D institution provides a 
facilitator who ensures optimal interaction and mutual 
learning. Six to ten meetings are normally required to 
carefully analyze the different joint opportunities. To 
support the working groups with in-depth studies, the 
leading R&D institution may offer to support specific 
market research studies. 
During the final event of this second phase, the new 
market opportunities are presented by each working 
group and discussed with a wider audience. This event 
provides an opportune moment to integrate new actors 
into the R&D process, to complement the working 
groups with knowledge and capabilities that are 
lacking.  
 
Phase 3 of PMCA concentrates on the implementation 
of the activities needed to make the market 
opportunities a commercial reality. The time needed 
for the implementation varies according to each 
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working group and project: complex settings require 
more time, whilst availability of supporting staff and 
frequent meetings speed up the process. In Peru, three 
to six months were necessary to satisfactorily 
implement the planned activities and launch the 
generated innovations at the closing event.  
 
PMCA explicitly concludes with a last big event, 
seeking to pass full responsibility over to those market 
chain actors who at this stage are the owners of the 
products. In contrast to the other two previous events, 
a much wider group is invited (media, politicians, and 
public donor agencies). The idea of this final big event 
is to optimally capitalize the outputs achieved at the 
end of the three phases of PMCA implementation and 
put leadership in the hands of those actors who would 
most likely sustain the achieved innovations over time. 
Nevertheless, this does not impede R&D organizations 
from following up with specific activities to help 
consolidate achievements such as new products, 
processes, and new institutional arrangements. The 
degree of involvement will be different from case to 
case, depending on the nature of the innovations and 
the capabilities of the market chain actors to move 
forward independently. Further support is especially 
necessary when new institutions are created that need 
time to consolidate.  
 
PMCA needs to identify and make use of external 
resources opportunistically rather than mechanistically 
following a blueprint being adapted to each partner’s 
dynamic and settings.  
 
Application of PMCA in the Peruvian Potato 
Sector 
 
PMCA has been applied twice in Peru (2002 and 
2004). A diverse array of innovations has been 
stimulated. The principal types of innovations are 
presented as follows: 
 
Commercial innovations 
• "Papy Bum": a new brand of potato chips made 
from native yellow potatoes 
• "Mi Papa - Seleccionada & Clasificada": a 
registered brand name for a standardized 50-kg 
wholesale potato bag with well-selected and well-
classified potatoes, to be applied on different 
commercial potato varieties 
• Andean Purée: a new processed brand of instant 
mashed potatoes elaborated from native yellow 
potatoes. The originality of this product is that it 
has high fiber contents (potatoes are processed 
with their skins) along with the natural yellow 
color and nutrient content, making it a unique 
product with a superb flavor and great export 
potential 
• Tikapapa: a registered brand name of a modern 
presentation of selected native potato varieties 
that are packaged in 1kg. plastic bags. These bags 
are sold supermarkets.  
 
Institutional innovations 
• "CAPAC PERU" (www.capacperu.org): a new 
formal association that works as a platform 
involving different actors from the whole agri-
food chain aiming to promote quality marketing 
of Andean crops. CAPAC owns the brand "Mi 
Papa". 
• "Papa al dia" and “La Madrugada”: daily bulletins 
with up-to-date potato wholesale prices and 




• A new potato grader: a flexible machine of 
relatively low cost to be used in different 
locations of the Andes, capable of grading 
different potato varieties and sizes 
• Improved ware potato storage: a technique based 
on traditional farmer technology for potato 
storage and prolonged supply of the market 
• Improved strategies for late blight control: based 
on alternating use of systemic and contact 
fungicide for chemical control of late blight 
• Strategies for integrated pest management to 
reduce tuber damages. 
 
PMCA was implemented in Peru to improve 
interaction between farmers, private sector actors, and 
supporting R&D organizations to stimulate 
commercial innovation. It then became a vehicle not 
only for generating market chain innovations but also 
to promote coalitions and platforms of partners around 




5. FACILITATING ROLE OF A RESEARCH 
ORGANIZATION IN THE INNOVATION 
PROCESS 
 
By promoting the PMCA approach, an international 
research organization such as CIP is developing 
mechanisms for linking research and development. In 
other words it promotes research for development. It 
assumes a number of key roles:  
• Accessing specialized knowledge and skills where 
technological oriented organizations don’t have 
comparative advantage (marketing studies, 
information systems).  
• Sharing of knowledge, technology and 
particularly methodologies among partners 
promoting horizontal collaboration and 
collaborative learning. 
• Promoting use of biodiversity, the wealth of small 
farmers in the Andes, and taking advantage of 
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native potato varieties characteristics to add value 
to their production.  
• Ensuring pro-poor, gender enhancement and 
empowerment focus in the processes developed 
with national partners and other stakeholders. 
PMCA on its own does not guarantee pro-poor 
impacts, additional targeting mechanisms need to 
be implemented with a pro-.poor filter (selecting 
interventions where the poor have a comparative 
advantage and are likely to maintain a solid 
presence in the new developed markets).  
• Seeking win-win situations and trust along the 
chain introducing the concept of social 
responsibility involving the private sector in 
development oriented activities. 
 
6. LESSONS LEARNED 
 
We have learned several general lessons in developing 
PMCA.   
• PMCA is a powerful tool for stimulating 
innovations of different types: commercial, 
technological and institutional 
• Integration and collaboration across market chain 
actors and R&D institutions has been achieved 
through the stakeholder platforms and the 
working groups created during the 
implementation of the PMCA. At the producer 
end, the platforms play a social role that help 
farmers to access critical services needed to take 
up the new market opportunities. 
• PMCA made market chain actors' demands more 
explicit to research organizations by promoting 
their interaction.  
• Small-scale farmers need support to participate in 
coordinated market chain for new market 
products and to overcome weaknesses such as: 
lack of technical and commercial knowledge, lack 
of organization and lack of access to capital. 
Alliances with local government, development 
organizations and market chain actors can be 
promoted through the stakeholder platforms to 
organize that support. 
 
7. CONCLUSIONS 
The Participatory Market Chain Approach 
(PMCA) has shown in its first applications that it 
is a efficinet tool to develop innovative market 
products that contribute to link small-scale 
farmers to new market opportunities. These 
commercial innovations became the drivers for 
both institutional and technological innovations 
along the market chain. To ensure that small 
farmers benefit from this innovation process, 
stakeholder platforms play an important social 
role for helping them to get organized and get 
access to critical services needed to engage in 
new business opportunities for increasing their 
incomes. The application of the PMCA 
methodology in Peru demonstrated the type of 
innovations that can be generated along the 
market chain and their potential to enhance 
farmers’ capacity to access new market 
opportunities improving the added value of their 
products. This methodology was shared through 
Papa Andina with national partners in Bolivia and 
Ecuador where its principles are now being 
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